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Legal Rights for Student Journalists

Student journalism is essential for accountability, but the law freats student
journalists differently depending on where they study. Knowing your rights — and
their limits — makes the difference between publishing confidently and hesitating
in fear. This guide outlines the landscape for both public and private campuses,
explains the landmark cases that have shaped student press freedoms, and offers

concrete steps for addressing censorship or intimidation.

Public vs. Private Colleges

Public Colleges:

e As state institutions, they are bound by the First Amendment.
Administrators cannot legally censor content simply because it’s critical or
unflattering.

e You have the right to attend open meetings, request public records, and

publish without prior approval.
Private Colleges:

e The First Amendment does not apply. Private schools set their own rules for
student publications. Some allow independence, others enforce strict
control.

e However, private universities may still be bound by promises of free
expression in their stfudent handbooks, marketing materials, or state laws

(e.g., California’s Leonard Law).
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e In practice: always review your school’s policies. “Freedom of speech” in a

brochure can create enforceable obligations.

Landmark Cases: Hazelwood vs. Tinker

Two Supreme Court cases define the terrain:

e Tinker v. Des Moines (1969)

o Students wore black armbands to protest the Vietham War. The Court
ruled that students do not “shed their constitutional rights to freedom
of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.”

o Standard: speech can only be limited if it causes “substantial
disruption” or violates others’ rights.

e Hazelwood v. Kuhimeier (1988)

o A high school principal removed articles on divorce and teen
pregnancy. The Court ruled that schools could exercise editorial
control over school-sponsored publications if tied to “legitimate
pedagogical concerns.”

o This weakened student press rights, particularly for high school

students.

For college students, courts generally apply Tinker more than Hazelwood,
providing sftronger protection. However, some universities continue to cite

Hazelwood to justify censorship.
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What to Do if Censored or Intimidated

e Stay professional: Document what happened. Save emails, letters, or
verbal instructions in writing.

e Know your allies: Confact the Student Press Law Center (SPLC), FIRE
(Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression), or a local press
association.

e Go public: Often, the best defense against censorship is
visibility—administrators back down when students, alumni, or local media
spotlight the issue.

e Know your escalation path: Appeal through your school’s grievance

system, cite policy language, and involve external organizations if needed.

Quick-Reference Rights Card (PDF idea)

A one-page wallet card could include:

e At a public university: My reporting is protected by the First Amendment. I
cannot be censored unless my work is unlawful (such as libel or obscenity)
or causes a substantial disruption.

e At a private university: Rights depend on school policies. If my handbook
guarantees free expression, administrators must honor it.

e If challenged: Ask, “Can you cite the exact policy or law that prevents me

from publishing this?” Document the response.

End of Document.
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